The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
https://www.emerald.com/insight/1750-6204.htm

Spinning the circle: unravelling the Journal of

Enterprising

“why?” behind social motivations in _ Communiies:

People and Places

circular economy entrepreneurship inwecion

Economy
Juan D. Borrero

Department of Management and Marketing, University of Huelva, Huelva, Spain, and

Shumaila Yousafzai

i i i Received 8 January 2024
Department of Business, Nazarbayev University, Astana, Kazakhstan et 6 A 2004

5 November 2024
29 January 2025
Accepted 18 February 2025

Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to investigate how circular entrepreneurs integrate social objectives within the
circular economy (CE), with a particular focus on the often-overlooked social aspects of CE sustainability. It
explores the motivations behind circular entrepreneurs’ pursuit of social goals and the specific strategies they
use.

Design/methodology/approach — Drawing on perspectives from the social and solidarity economy and the
ethics of care, this multiple-case study examines the drivers that lead entrepreneurs to adopt socially focused
circular business models. This study introduces a framework for understanding these motivations and presents
the concept of circular necessity entrepreneurship.

Findings — The analysis reveals a strong reliance on circular strategies, particularly beneficial for resource-
constrained smaller enterprises. It identifies diverse social motivations among entrepreneurs: while some are
driven by aspirations for systemic change and justice — leading to solidarity-driven and care-centric
approaches — others emphasize community betterment through job creation, gender equality advocacy and
work-life balance.

Research limitations/implications — This study focuses on a specific geographic area, necessitating
further research to enhance generalizability.

Practical implications — The proposed model reinforces ethical values in organizations, leading to stronger
business performance and creating new business opportunities within society.

Originality/value — By advancing the social dimension alongside environmental and economic pillars in CE
discourse, this research offers new insights into circular entrepreneurs’ motivations and strategies, providing
pathways to amplify social objectives within the CE framework.

Keywords Circular economy strategy, Social motivations, Sustainability, Circular entrepreneurship,
Spain
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Introduction

In the latter part of the 20th century, the importance of ecological well-being, social fairness
and economic prosperity was globally recognized. This realization was cemented by the
Brundtland Commission’s landmark report, “Our Common Future” (WCED, 1987), which
outlined the necessity of these three components for comprehensive growth. However, the
years that followed were dominated by policy initiatives that inadvertently encouraged
unsustainable consumption and thereby contributed to environmental deterioration (Jackson,
2009; Rockstrom et al., 2009). While corporate social responsibility (CSR) gained
prominence as a yardstick for ethical business behaviour, it was often sidetracked by a focus
on profit maximization (Davidson, 2009; Halkos and Nomikos, 2021).

In response to the unsustainable “take, make, use, dispose” model, the circular economy
(CE) proposes a resource-efficient alternative focused not only on environmental gains but
also on social equity and community well-being.

Grounded in the environmental pillar of the triple bottom line (TBL) model of
sustainability (Elkington, 2018), the CE represents a potentially transformative paradigm for
sustainable economic frameworks. Though CE is not an entirely new idea, its relevance has
surged in recent years, endorsed by a broad spectrum of stakeholders including governments
and international agencies (European Commission, 2015). Pegged with the potential to
unlock economic windfalls of up to $4.5tn (WEF, 2020), CE’s overarching premise is the
maximization of resource utility while curtailing waste. It introduces innovative business
models designed to address critical environmental challenges, such as resource depletion and
climate change (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Joussen et al. (2024) and Gongalves et al. (2024)
emphasize that integrating circular principles into business strategies strengthens stakeholder
collaboration and drives sustainable innovation. Incorporating environmental, social and
governance principles within circular business models (CBMs) provides a structured
approach to achieving sustainable development (Wamane, 2023). In addition, CE strategies
enhance financial performance through CBMs (MacArthur, 2013). Bartolacci et al. (2020)
further highlight the connection between sustainability initiatives and SME financial success,
demonstrating that sustainable business models foster both economic viability and
environmental benefits. Pizzi et al. (2021) further support this argument by illustrating how
adopting circular strategies yields financial and ecological advantages, particularly for small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

While the environmental and economic benefits of CE have been extensively discussed
(Rydberg et al., 2022), the social dimension often remains underexplored (Corona et al.,
2019; Luthin et al., 2022; Mies and Gold, 2021; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). Although
Ferreira et al. (2022) advocate for a balanced approach that considers economic,
environmental and social impacts within entrepreneurial ventures, the potential of CE to
champion social sustainability by generating employment, diminishing vulnerabilities and
bolstering community well-being is not yet fully recognized (Jabbour et al., 2019; Jaeger-
Erben et al., 2021), highlighting a significant area for further exploration and integration. For
a truly sustainable and comprehensive CE, all three pillars — social, environmental and
economic — need consideration. This study argues that CE’s mandate should extend beyond
resource conservation to include social equity and inclusion (Missimer et al., 2017; Moreau
et al., 2017; Murphy, 2012; Murray et al., 2017; Skeja et al., 2023), ensuring a holistic
approach to sustainability.

Given this backdrop, this research explores two interrelated questions:

Q1. How are circular business strategies interwoven with social motivations?



Q2. In what ways do circular entrepreneurs integrate social motivations into their
business practices?

This study seeks to understand how small circular business entrepreneurs navigate and
integrate environmental, economic and social dimensions within their business models.
Guided by the ethics of care and social and solidarity economy theories, this study examines
how CE can contribute not only to environmental but also social well-being by fostering
inclusivity and care for communities, workers and future generations (Pla-Julian and
Guevara, 2019). Using semi-structured interviews with eight circular entrepreneurs from
Huelva, Spain, this study contributes to the literature by examining the often-overlooked
social dimensions. It uncovers what motivates entrepreneurs to make socially responsible
decisions and how these motivations align with or diverge from traditional business goals.
The outcomes of this research serve multiple stakeholders. Gaining insight into the
motivations behind participating in the CE not only informs entrepreneurs but also offers
valuable perspectives to consumers, communities and environmental agencies, thereby
reinforcing the ethical role of businesses in society. This study introduces a framework to
explain the social motivations within CE, proposes the concept of “circular necessity
entrepreneurship”, and highlights a critical gap in the literature on integrating social
dimensions into CBMs. This establishes a crucial starting point for our exploration, setting
the stage for further examination and implementation of social business practices aligned
with the principles of a CE.

Literature review

Circular economy and its societal context

The existing research on CE predominantly focuses on environmental and economic
dimensions, inadvertently overlooking the social aspects (CIRAIG, 2015; Corona et al.,
2019; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Mies and Gold, 2021). This oversight is disconcerting,
especially given the centrality of the social dimension in CE paradigms. The interdependence
and collaboration intrinsic to CE transcend traditional supply chains or network
relationships, thereby amplifying the salience of its social dimension (Korhonen et al., 2018;
Liideke-Freund et al., 2019). Based on the definitions most commonly cited in the literature
(Figge et al., 2023; Kirchherr et al., 2023), as presented in Table 1, the concept of CE is
largely focused on resource optimization and reduction of waste, as well as promoting
restorative and regenerative practices. These definitions highlight various approaches, such
as repair, reuse, refurbishment, remanufacturing and recycling, to slow, close and narrow
material and energy loops. However, the mainstream definitions largely omit the social
aspects, focusing primarily on the environment and economy. The definition by Kirchherr
et al. (2017) is one of the few that explicitly incorporates the aim of achieving sustainable
development through creating environmental quality, economic prosperity and social equity
for current and future generations. This lack of emphasis on the social aspects of CE in the
majority of the definitions underscores the need for a more comprehensive and holistic
approach that integrates social considerations into the CE framework.

Emerging studies further highlight the deficiency in addressing the social elements of CE.
Topics like shared economies, democratic involvement, employment opportunities and
human development indicators are underexplored in existing CE research (Korhonen et al.,
2018; Schroder et al., 2020). Moreover, the broader imperatives of societal equality,
spanning inter-generational equity, gender and racial parity, and financial inclusivity, demand
rigorous attention (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Coupled with these is the ethical imperative,
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Table 1. Frequently used definitions of CE

Author (year) Definition
European Environment Agency “The concept can, in principle, be applied to all kinds of natural
(EEA, 2016, p.9) resources, including biotic and abiotic materials, water and land.

Eco-design, repair, reuse, refurbishment, remanufacture, product
sharing, waste prevention and waste recycling are all important in
a circular economy”

Stahel (2016) “to maximise value at each point in a product’s life”

Geissdoerfer et al. (2017, p. 759) “as a regenerative system in which resource input and waste,
emission, and energy leakage are minimised by slowing, closing,
and narrowing material and energy loops. This can be achieved
through long-lasting design, maintenance, repair, reuse,
remanufacturing, refurbishing, and recycling”

Kirchherr et al. (2017, pp. 224-225) “[...] an economic system that is based on business models which
replace the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively
reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production/
distribution and consumption processes, thus operating at the
micro level (products, companies, customers), meso level (eco-
industrial parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond),
with the aim to accomplish sustainable development, which
implies creating environmental quality, economic prosperity and
social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations”

Murray et al. (2017, p. 369) “an economic model wherein planning, resourcing, procurement,
production and reprocessing are designed and managed, as both
process and output, to maximise ecosystem functioning and
human well-being”

Source(s): Created by authors

necessitating a focus on labour rights, human rights and community welfare within the CE
framework (Murray et al., 2017).

The integration of technology offers significant opportunities for fostering a more
transparent and trust-based society within the framework of sustainability. Pooja et al. (2024)
propose that blockchain technology has the transformative potential to enhance traceability,
accountability and equity in circular supply chains, effectively bridging critical gaps in CE
implementation. Pierrakis et al. (2024) further argue that income diversification strategies in
cleantech incubators help address funding challenges while advancing circular initiatives on
a global scale. Bischoff et al. (2024) emphasize the importance of heterogeneous stakeholder
collaborations, illustrating how partnerships within sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems
influence SME performance and strategic development.

The challenges and opportunities faced by emerging economies present fertile ground for
social innovation, particularly within the framework of CE. Kryeziu et al. (2024) highlight
the role of institutional frameworks in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour, particularly in
transition economies where regulatory environments and policy support significantly impact
sustainable business initiatives. David and Terstriep (2024) underscore the resilience of
entrepreneurs operating in constrained ecosystems, a characteristic often found in emerging
economies. Their insights into bricolage strategies and leveraging social networks align
strongly with CE entrepreneurship, where resource scarcity and systemic constraints
necessitate innovative and adaptive approaches. By identifying and addressing local needs,
socially motivated circular entrepreneurs can drive economic dynamism while advancing
sustainability goals.



Skeja et al. (2023) explore the interplay between altruism and entrepreneurial behaviour Journal of
in socially constrained environments. Their examination of demographic influences on Enterprising
altruistic actions provides a lens for understanding how social innovation can be shaped by
values of care and inclusivity. This perspective enhances the current study’s focus on the
ethical dimensions of circular entrepreneurship in resource-limited settings. Ntamu et al. .
(2023) emphasize the critical role of collective action in social entrepreneurial ventures, in the Global
particularly in tackling pressing societal challenges in emerging economies. Their findings Economy
on shared meaning and group efficacy highlight the potential of CE entrepreneurs to drive
systemic change by mobilizing communities around shared sustainability objectives. This
aligns with the CE’s emphasis on collaboration and resource-sharing as key mechanisms for
achieving both environmental and social outcomes.

Noorbakhsh and Teixeira (2024) examine the phenomenon of necessity-driven
entrepreneurship in the context of refugee inflows, highlighting the transformative potential
of marginalized groups in emerging economies. Their findings demonstrate how necessity
entrepreneurship fosters the creation of low-value yet socially significant ventures, providing
a foundation for understanding the concept of circular necessity entrepreneurship. This study
extends this idea by demonstrating how resource constraints can serve as a catalyst for
innovative, sustainable business models.

Finally, Aljarodi et al. (2024) explore the interplay between institutional, organizational
and individual factors influencing female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. Their
framework, which adopts an ecosystem-wide perspective, parallels the multi-level analysis
used in this study. This perspective aligns with the micro- and meso-level factors identified
by Gonella et al. (2024), offering a comprehensive view of the social motivations driving CE
adoption. By addressing interactions across micro, meso and macro levels, this research
provides a nuanced understanding of how circular entrepreneurs navigate systemic
challenges while advancing both social and environmental objectives.

Having recognized the critical role of the social dimension within the CE and the existing
gaps in its thorough integration, it becomes pertinent to explore how CE can be holistically
aligned with larger socio-ethical paradigms. Such integration ensures not only an
ecologically sustainable future but also one that is socially equitable, inclusive and ethically
robust. This deficiency underscores the need for a CE framework that is not only
environmentally sound but also socially fair, inclusive and ethically responsible.

Communities:
People and Places

Integrating circular economy with socio-ethical approaches

The shift from a linear to a circular model entails more than just environmental or financial
considerations; it inherently possesses a broader ethical and social character, demanding a
multi-dimensional perspective on sustainable development (Blomsma and Brennan, 2017;
Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017; Schroder et al., 2020).
One avenue to incorporate social concerns in CE is through alignment with the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Borrello et al., 2020). Moreover, adopting
stakeholder theory adds more social depth to the CE model (Freeman, 2010; Laczniak and
Murphy, 2012), contributing not just to environmental goals like SDG 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action), but also addressing crucial
social objectives such as SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) and SDG 8 (Decent
Work and Economic Growth) (Dong et al., 2021; Schroeder et al., 2018).

Another effective approach is harmonizing CE with the Social and Solidarity Economy
(SSE) (ILO, 2022; RIPESS, 2015), an economic framework that emphasizes social and
environmental benefits over mere financial profits (Malagon-Vélez, 2021; Moreau et al.,
2017; Villalba-Eguiluz et al., 2020). In addition to as a means to achieve the SDGs
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(Lee, 2020), integrating the ethos of SSE, which promotes sustainable, ethically-driven
business models, helps CE transition into a platform that not only supports circular practices
but also nurtures marginalized voices and encourages inclusivity and sustainability (Hobson
etal., 2021; Lehtokunnas et al., 2022; McLaren et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the theory of ethics of care presents a lens through which CE can be seen as
more than just resource optimization — it becomes an avenue for fostering care, responsibility
and equitable outcomes, especially towards vulnerable or marginalized sections of society
(Ho et al., 2015; Pla-Julian and Guevara, 2019; Woodard, 2021). Hamington (2009)’s
perspective on the ethical theories centres around interpersonal relationships,
interdependence and attentiveness to the needs and concerns of others. Applied to the context
of business within the CE, these ethical approaches emphasize adopting business practices
that prioritize the well-being of all stakeholders, including employees, customers,
communities and the environment. Thus, care ethics envisions a horizontal network of
interdependence among all these issues. (Beacham, 2018). Contrary to purely profit-driven
strategies, it places value on social responsibility, sustainability and the long-term
consequences of business decisions.

To realize a truly transformative and sustainable CE, it is imperative to weave it in tandem
with these socially-attuned paradigms, thereby achieving not just ecological and economic
sustainability but also fostering a just, inclusive and caring society. Having established the
intrinsic connection between CE and its social dimensions and explored theoretical
perspectives for their integration, the next step is to delve into the practical realm of circular
business models. This transition brings us to a pivotal aspect of the CE discourse: the
operationalization of social dimensions through CBM strategies.

Circular business model strategies: operationalizing social dimensions

The advancement of CE extends beyond theoretical foundations to the practical application
of its principles in business strategies. CBMs are essential in this process, offering firms
actionable guidance on reorienting their operations towards resource efficiency, waste
reduction and the establishment of closed-loop systems (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020). While CE
principles provide the basis for these business models (Heyes et al., 2018; Pieroni et al.,
2019), the strategies elucidate firms’ evolving approach to embodying circularity (Henry
et al., 2020), with models ranging from the 3Rs (reduce, reuse, recycle) to more extensive
strategies (Blomsma and Brennan, 2017; European Commission, 2020).

In this context, sustainable business models such as B Corps (B Lab, 2024) and the
Economy for the Common Good (ECG; Felber, 2019) enhance the concept of value creation
by incorporating both ecological and social values (Freudenreich et al., 2020). Reflecting
stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2010; Freeman et al., 2020), which posits that value emerges
from mutual cooperation and relationships, the diverse needs and values of stakeholders
collectively define value within the CE framework. This leads to a compelling case for
integrating social outcomes into the value provided to stakeholders (Sebhatu and Enquist,
2022), making it a core component of circular business strategies. The exploration of these
circular R-strategies constitutes the central focus of the first research question:

RQI1. How are circular business strategies interwoven with social motivations?
Circular entrepreneurial motivations and societal pursuits

Critiques of the scholarly discourse on entrepreneurship often point to its narrow focus,
heavily emphasizing the economic dimension (Wiengarten et al., 2017). However,



entrepreneurship is inherently multifaceted, intertwining emotions, motivations (Fors and Journal of
Lennerfors, 2019) and the broader socioeconomic context (Wadhwani et al., 2020). To fully Enterprising
understand entrepreneurship, a broader perspective is needed, recognizing its potential to
combine economic advancement with societal betterment (Porter and Kramer, 2011).

Circular entrepreneurs often display motivations that extend beyond pure financial aspirations. 3
Many are driven by societal goals, such as minimizing environmental degradation, which form the in the Global
core of their entrepreneurial spirit (Henry et al., 2023). CE, for these entrepreneurs, serves as a Economy
powerful tool to unlock new business prospects, stimulate economic growth and concurrently
address pressing environmental and social challenges (Rovanto and Finne, 2023; Suchek et al.,
2022). The contemporary research landscape, we argue, does not adequately capture the rich
tapestry of entrepreneurial motivations, especially when it comes to circular entrepreneurs. The
prevalent literature dichotomizes entrepreneurs into necessity and opportunity categories, often
oversimplifying the intricate motivations that spark entrepreneurial endeavours (Fairlie and
Fossen, 2018). We join others in questioning the binary of “push” versus “pull” motivations (Amit
and Muller, 1995; Dawson and Henley, 2012; Kirkwood, 2009; Noorbakhsh and Teixeira, 2024)
and contest the entrenched dichotomy between “need” and “opportunity” within circular
entrepreneurship.

While personality traits are accentuated as definitive entrepreneurial markers (Segal et al.,
2005), other equally important attributes include opportunity recognition (Eckhardt and
Shane, 2003), innovative spirit (Douglas and Shepherd, 2002) and proactivity (Rauch and
Frese, 2007). Furthermore, other personal motives align more with social entrepreneurial
orientations coming from social entrepreneurship theory, such as prosocial tendencies
(Miller et al., 2012) and fervent entrepreneurial passion (Boone et al., 2020; Gielnik et al.,
2015).

The role of context in shaping entrepreneurial social outcomes is also critical. Aparisi-
Torrijo et al. (2023) emphasize that leadership factors such as vision, self-efficacy and
networking vary in their influence across different stages of entrepreneurship, depending on
the broader socio-economic environment.

Through this study, we also question the assumption that the pursuit of economic growth
is the sole driving force behind entrepreneurship, suggesting that lifestyle considerations
may underpin the journey of many circular entrepreneurs. This calls attention to an important
gap: understanding the intricate motivations that fuel circular entrepreneurs, particularly
when intertwined with societal aspirations. This inquiry forms the core of the second
research question, aspiring to reveal the underlying motives driving circular entrepreneurs
towards societal goals: To what extent are circular entrepreneurs invested in the social facet?

Communities:
People and Places

Method
Context
The study of entrepreneurship is commonly understood as a social phenomenon that can be
analysed through the examination of both individual characteristics and relationships
(Schatzki, 2005). This perspective forms the foundation of mainstream theories of
entrepreneurship, including social identity theory and various other frameworks within
social psychology. These theories generally emphasize factors such as behaviour, cognition,
motivation, knowledge and individual traits. However, the context-specific nature of CBMs
necessitates an approach that accounts for broader socio-historical factors (Kitching and
Rouse, 2020).

Within the expansive landscape of the European Union, where SMEs constitute a
staggering 99% of all firms (Filipe et al., 2016), our study focuses on circular entrepreneurs
in Spain, particularly those who integrate societal values into their business models. Despite
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the prominence of SMEs in Spain, a large proportion remain unacquainted with the CE
concept, and those who have embraced it primarily focus on environmental management
(Camara de Comercio de Espafia, MAPFRE, 2021). Our starting point is the examination of
Spanish SMEs certified with the B-Corp model, underscoring their commitment to
sustainable business practices that align with socially embedded values.

Zooming in on the province of Huelva in southern Spain provides a compelling and
situated context for this study. Huelva is marked by a long-term economic stagnation and
high unemployment rates — 26.60%, significantly surpassing Spain’s average of 14.79%
and the EU-27’s 7.05% (Institute of Statistics and Cartography of Andalusia, 2022; OECD,
2022). In such economically marginalized regions, small businesses often emerge not only as
economic actors but also as pivotal contributors to community resilience. Therefore, we posit
that European circular SMEs located in socio-economically challenged regions like Huelva
may exhibit a heightened propensity to integrate social initiatives within their circular
business strategies, aiming for community betterment, environmental conservation and
broader social objectives.

This socio-economic backdrop of Huelva, which combines a rich history of agricultural
and industrial activity with ongoing economic challenges, offers a unique opportunity to
study the underlying motivations and strategies of circular entrepreneurs. Here, the historical
context offers insight into how CE practices could address long-standing economic issues.
The presence of SMEs certified with the B Corp model in Huelva further underscores the
region’s potential for pioneering sustainable business practices that prioritize both
environmental sustainability and social impact.

Moreover, considering Huelva’s strategic location near the Portuguese border and its
proximity to key transport routes highlights its potential as an ideal case for exploring
cross-border economic activities and regional collaborations. This geographic positioning
potentially facilitates the exchange of best practices in a CE and enhances the scalability of
successful business models. By examining circular entrepreneurs in Huelva, we aim to reveal
broader implications of CE practices in similar socio-economic contexts across Europe.

Sampling and data collection

One of the primary motivations behind this study was the identified gap in the literature
regarding the social motivations within CE participation, a gap that necessitated an
exploratory, multiple-case study approach (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2014).
Studying the nuanced social dimensions of CE is well-suited to a multi-case design, which
allows for a context-rich and detailed analysis, particularly when addressing emerging
phenomena (Barratt et al., 2011; Baxter and Jack, 2008). To enable comparisons across cases
and identify recurring patterns, we selected a multiple-case approach over a single-case
design, with the goal of generating insights that are grounded in specific contexts and can
potentially inform broader discussions on CE motivations.

Case selection

To contribute novel insights rather than test pre-existing theories, we used a purposive
sampling method, specifically selecting ventures that demonstrated substantive engagement
with circular principles relevant to our research questions (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).
From the outset, we established clear criteria to define circular business models and to ensure
consistency across cases. Ventures were included if they systematically integrated multiple
R-strategies — such as reduce, reuse, repair, refurbish, regenerate and rethink — into their
operations. This selection criterion was intended to ensure that each case reflected a genuine



commitment to circularity beyond minimal reduction practices, focusing instead on broader
strategies that embody CE principles.

The cases chosen were well-established small enterprises across varied sectors within the
Huelva region, each known for their commitment to CE practices and embodying the
entrepreneurial values necessary for circular innovation. To construct a sample with diverse
perspectives and robust data, we used chain-referral (or snowball) sampling to identify
suitable participants. This process began with two initial cases from the Certified B Corps list
(B Lab, 2024), a widely recognized standard for sustainable business practices. Through
snowball sampling (Kirchherr and Charles, 2018), additional cases were then identified
based on recommendations from current participants, each meeting our selection criteria.

Data sufficiency and theoretical saturation

With eight distinct cases, we achieved theoretical saturation and acquired meaningful
insights for our qualitative research objectives. This sample size aligns with Eisenhardt’s
(1989) recommendation, which suggests that four to ten case studies are adequate for
building new theories. In addition, Marshall et al. (2013, p. 19) note that the average number
of cases in multiple case research designs is seven. In instances where initial interviews did
not fully achieve data saturation, we conducted supplementary follow-up calls to enrich and
clarify findings.

Data collection and ethical consideration

In-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting 60—-90min were initially conducted with
business owners to explore their motivations for engaging with CE and their societal goals
(see Supplementary material — Research protocol). These primary interviews offered a
foundational perspective on each business’s strategic motivations and CE practices. In
several instances, owners directed us to additional employees for further insights on specific
operational aspects, resulting in supplementary interviews. This multi-informant approach
enriched the data for each case, adding valuable operational perspectives to the strategic
insights shared by the owners. Moreover, owners granted access to internal documents and
company records, which we reviewed to verify and expand upon the information provided
during interviews, offering an additional layer of validation.

This iterative process allowed for continuous refinement of our questions and exploration
of emerging themes in subsequent interviews. To support a comprehensive, multi-
dimensional view of each case, we incorporated supplementary information from publicly
available external sources such as company websites, media articles and publicly accessible
social media profiles. This secondary data served to contextualize and triangulate findings
rather than provide primary insights. Regarding communication via platforms like
WhatsApp, these interactions were limited to follow-up clarifications with participants, who
provided explicit consent for any use of shared information in the study. Overall, these varied
data sources contributed to a nuanced understanding of each case, strengthening the depth
and reliability of our analysis (Yin, 2014).

A rigorous ethical review process preceded the study, with the research protocol reviewed
and approved by the first author’s university ethics committee to ensure compliance with
ethical standards. Participants were fully informed about the study’s aims, confidentiality
measures and their rights, including the option to withdraw from the study at any time
without repercussions. Detailed information sheets and consent forms were provided in
Spanish, outlining the research purpose, procedures and participants’ rights.

To respect linguistic and cultural authenticity, interviews were conducted in Spanish,
allowing participants to express their thoughts freely. Interviews were audio-recorded with
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consent, transcribed in real-time and subsequently translated into English by an external
bilingual translator to maintain accuracy and cultural relevance. Data was systematically
collected across all cases to ensure consistency and reliability, with close attention to
participant privacy and data integrity throughout. Table 2 provides an overview of the
participants and their relevant characteristics.

Data analysis

Our data analysis followed a structured, multi-step procedure as outlined by Eisenhardt
(1989) and Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), applying these principles across all eight cases
to ensure consistency and depth. The procedure included transcription, coding, data
tabulation and an iterative analysis and interpretation of results to capture nuanced insights
into circular entrepreneurship.

Translation and initial coding. Each interview was conducted in Spanish, transcribed and
then translated into English by an external bilingual translator to maintain accuracy and
cultural relevance. Transcripts were coded line-by-line to capture statements directly related
to our research questions, with each transcript reviewed independently by both authors to
ensure reliability. In cases where clarification was needed, supplementary information was
obtained through follow-up WhatsApp messages with explicit participant consent, adding
depth to specific details shared during interviews. Internal company documents provided by
the business owners further contributed to validating interview responses, offering an
additional layer of insight into operational practices and strategies. Together, these data
sources supported a rigorous and transparent coding process, enhancing the credibility and
contextual richness of the findings. Any coding disagreements were resolved through
discussion, ensuring consistent interpretation across cases without requiring an agreement
percentage calculation.

Development of coding structure. The coding process began with the identification of
first-order concepts. For instance, concepts such as minimizing resource use and waste
were categorized under “reduce”. These first-order concepts were further refined into
second-order themes, including operational efficiency, environmental conservation and
cost savings. Other examples include categorizing “reuse”, “repair” and “refurbish” under
themes related to resource optimization and sustainability practices. These second-order
themes were then synthesized into aggregate dimensions reflecting broader patterns and
relationships in the data. For example, themes of operational efficiency, environmental
conservation and cost savings were aggregated under the dimension of “R-strategies in
circular business models”. Similarly, motivations identified as economically-driven,
identity-driven and circular necessity were grouped under the aggregate dimension of
“motivational typologies”.

Figures 1 and 2 present the coding structure and key themes, respectively. Figure 1
provides a detailed coding table showing all the aggregate dimensions along with second-
order themes, first-order concepts and significant statements.

To identify CBM strategies, we analysed each case in Table 3 using the TBL and
theoretical frameworks. This analysis used both high-level deductive categorization from the
R-frameworks and lower-level inductive categorizations, as outlined by Hsieh and Shannon
(2005). Information about circular business practices was carefully sifted through and
manually coded. When examining motivations, the literature review provided insights into
potential influential factors. However, we took care not to impose predefined conceptual
frameworks on the data, allowing for the discovery of novel themes.
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First order codes (Significant Statements)

Second order codes

“We have everything digitised. working without paper and without physical servers. all in the cloud.” (Case 5)

([ Reise ]

“We also give the possibility to share data from a datalogger to neighbouring farms.” (Case 5)
“Often. I find things abandoned on the beach such as remains of wood from a boat ora tree that suggest a shape to me.” (Case 8)

“...I'take them and make a sculpture with them”™. (Case 8)

[ Recycle ]

“We are already helping. For example, by using cloth bags for the basket, we are minimising the use of plastic. We also eliminate single-use
plastics. Our takeaway food containers are made of biodegradable compounds. We do not plasticize fruits and vegetables.” (Case 2)

‘We take food waste into account. What is not sold is distributed among workers. Also, the issue of local products as far as possible. Last mile.”
(Case 2)

“Natural products lead to the use of more sustainable raw materials. more sustainable production processes and. in the end, less waste. both on an
environmental and personal level.” (Case 3)

“We come from a de-growth approach, that is, we really think that it is not necessary to consume so much.” (Case 4)

“Our work focuses on the efficient management of water.” (Case 5).

“To build the data loggers we use PLA (Polylactic Acid) plastic, which is produced from renewable sources such as com, sugar beets and sugar
cane, rather than using virgin fossil materials.” (Case 5)

“What we work the most is to reduce the energy demand of the building.” (Case 6)

“Green energy is the future.” (Case 7)

“We have focused a lot on reuse, we have a project called Zero Waste.” (Case 4)
“We rent our data loggers so that they can be used by another farmer.” (Case 5)

Reuse

“Another large activity that we have is a preparation centre for reuse, that is. we have to think about the repairability of the objects that we use
every day. such as a washing machine or a piece of funiture that breaks down.” (Case 4)

e

Repair

“We apply the 9 'R'in many ways: restoring. giving a second life or selling second hand.” (Case 4)

( Retunvisn )

.we understand organic agriculture as a modern and sustainable way of using the land.” (Case 1)
“Our work focuses on ... the regeneration of the land.” (Case 5)
“Green energy is the future.” (Case 7)

‘We are a university start-up that transfers research to agricultus Case 5)
“The vision of our clients will always be focused on the economy. You have to fulfil the contract.” (Case 6)
“We offer an energy solutionadapted to the needs of our customers.” (Case 7).

"For us it is a life option and we would not understand life any other way. Social justice begins by recognizing your position and giving back
to society what you have fortunately had.” (Case 4 — Social Justice)

"We are a group of people who understand that another world is possible. We are committed to the solidarity economy.” (Case 2 - Planet)
"In my case, the motivation comes from the recognition that there are people who are born luckier than others because we have had a family
that cares for us or access to education much more easily than others.” (Case 4 - Marginalized)

Forme it has always been there. It's what I've felt I needed to do to be satisfied with myself.” (Case 8)

I think that right now it is unthinkable not to work with a circular economy. We do not make architectural proposals without taking this
concept into account.” (Case

“On the social issue itis a little more diffuse. As I see it, in our area there is a lot of useful knowledge that needs to be recovered. Traditional
knowledge, which is culture, is knowledge that has been preserved for decades and in the last five or six decades we have forgotten in favour
of industry and globalisation”. (Case 3 — intangible heritage)

“To these three dimensions I would add one, which has to do with culture or heritage. With the memory ofthe cities, of the people. ... has to

do with... the historical memory and the heritage.” (Case 6~ intangible heritage)

"We help small farmers to create a community so that by producing in an organic way, they can live from agriculture, while taking care of the
planet.” (Case 5)

"Our social responsibility policy promotes family reconciliation, respect for the principle of equality, .. integration, .. fair relations between
workers, .... 100%local employees, 80% women.... We firmly believe in women's cconomic independence.” (Case 1)

"We care for people. ... care is important, where mutual support is fundamental, where we are aware of whether this person has a problem that
prevents him or her from perhaps taking another type ofjob in any other company.” (Case 4)

"The social dimension in this case is to hire people in exclusion. And paying attention to care.” (Case 2)

“The most important thing is to take care of yourself.” (Case 8)

Cirular
Necessity
Driven

"What we do, we do little by little. with our means and resources.” (Case 1)
"We don't have a strategy.” (Case 3)

[ Effectuation ]

"The vision of our clients will always be focused on the economy. You have to fulfil the contract." (Case 6)
"We offer an energy solutionadapted to the needs of our customers." (Case 7)

"We advocate fora just energy transition. As an energy company, we try to accelerate the fair part of the energy transition because we know
that energy poverty is the people who suffer from it." (Case 7)

"For us it is a life option and we would not understand life any other way. Social justice begins by recognizing your position and giving back
to society what you have fortunately had." (Case 4)

"Our social responsibility policy promotes family reconciliation. respect for the principle of equality, ... integration, .... fair relations between
workers, .... 100% local employees, 80% women.... We firmly believe in women's economic independence.” (Case 1)

"We firmly believe ... to have a positive impact on their environment and people. For more than 22 years we have been committed to
exclusively organic farming, being the only company in the region dedicated 100% to the organic cultivation of berries." (Case 1)

“"We help small farmers to create a community so that by producing in an organic way, they can live from agriculture, while taking care of the
planet.” (Case 5)

Source(s): Created by authors

Figure 1. Coding structure

Findings

Profitability

Aggregate Themes

Motivations
for CE

Strategies for
Implementation

This study explores the intricate relationship between circular business strategies and social
motivations, focusing on the extent to which circular entrepreneurs integrate social aspects
into their business models. The research is guided by two primary questions: How are
circular business strategies interwoven with social motivations? And to what extent are
circular entrepreneurs invested in the social facet? The underlying hypothesis is that small
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Figure 2. Framework of motivations, strategies and impacts in circular entrepreneurship: an
exploratory model

circular business entrepreneurs not only prioritize environmental and economic benefits but
also actively incorporate social dimensions into their business operations. This research
aligns with Ferreira et al. (2022) findings by highlighting the role of social motivations in
fostering competitive and effective business practices within the CE framework.

Our analysis reveals several key themes. Firstly, there is a clear emphasis on various
R-strategies, particularly “reduce”, which is systematically adopted to minimize resource use
and waste. Secondly, a distinction emerges between economically driven entrepreneurs who
leverage environmental advantages for financial gains and identity-driven entrepreneurs
motivated by deeper social and environmental commitments. In addition, we identify a novel
category of circular necessity entrepreneurs, driven by an existential need to engage in
sustainable practices. Finally, the community impact of circular entrepreneurship is
significant, involving collaborations that enhance local economic development and social
inclusion.

These findings provide a comprehensive understanding of how circular entrepreneurs
integrate social facets into their business models. The following sections will delve into these
themes in detail, illustrating the multifaceted motivations and strategies that define circular
entrepreneurship.

The common thread and the motivational divide in circular entrepreneurship

In all the cases studied, circular business model practices are primarily centred on the
R-strategies, with a strong focus on “reduce”. While the strategy of “reduce” might initially
appear straightforward, as all companies aim to cut costs, within the context of SMEs
adopting the circular economy, “reduce” signifies a deliberate and comprehensive approach
to minimizing the use of natural resources and reducing waste from product design to
production. This approach offers valuable insights into the specific motivations, challenges
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and benefits these companies face, as they integrate reduction into their value chains while Journal of
managing both operational and cultural barriers. Enterprising

»

Beyond “reduce”, other R-strategies adopted across the board include “reuse”, “repair”, Communities:

“refurbish”, “regenerate” and “rethink”. These strategies are especially appealing to smaller
. Lo - . « , People and Places
companies with limited resources and capabilities. Notably, strategies such as “refuse”, in the Global
in the Globa

“remanufacture”, “repurpose” and “recycle” are conspicuously absent, likely due to the
significant investments required for these approaches. An intriguing aspect is found in Case Economy
8, where “rethinking” plays a pivotal role in recycling natural products into artistic creations.

One entrepreneur shared:

Often, I find things abandoned on the beach, such as remains of wood from a boat or a tree that
suggest a shape to me. I take them to the workshop and make a sculpture with them.

The B-Corp certification emerges as a guiding framework for companies striving to balance
the three dimensions of sustainability: environmental, economic and social. However,
with the exception of Case 1, equilibrium among these dimensions is largely absent in the
studied business models. Case 1, Flor de Dofiana Biorganic, stands out for its balanced
approach, merging traditional wisdom with scientific innovation to achieve holistic
ecological cultivation. They describe their enterprise as:

The synergy of young, dynamic individuals who combine traditional wisdom with cutting-edge
scientific understanding. Our aim is not just for ecological cultivation, but for a holistic approach
that encompasses environmental, economic, and social sustainability.

Despite a shared commitment to sustainability, the motivations driving these circular
businesses diverge significantly, bifurcating into economically driven and identity-driven
motivations. This divide presents two distinct profiles: technologically oriented
entrepreneurs in Cases 5, 6 and 7, and purpose-driven entrepreneurs in Cases 1, 2, 3, 4 and 8.
The latter group does not simply choose to adopt circular practices; they are “born circular”,
with motivations deeply ingrained in their territorial, natural or social contexts. Their very
sense of purpose is derived from these contextual elements, compelling them to challenge the
status quo.

These findings highlight that while all circular entrepreneurs are united by their
dedication to sustainability, their underlying motivations vary greatly. Economically driven
entrepreneurs leverage circular strategies to achieve financial gains, viewing these practices
as strategic business decisions. In contrast, identity-driven entrepreneurs see circular
practices as essential to their identity and mission, motivated by a profound desire to make a
positive impact on their communities and the environment. This distinction underscores the
complexity and depth of motivations in circular entrepreneurship.

Economically-driven vs identity-driven circular entrepreneurs: a nexus of economic, social
and environmental values

The findings delineate a striking bifurcation among the circular entrepreneurs studied. On the
one hand, Cases 5-7 strategically exploit environmental advantages to achieve tangible
economic benefits. Case 5 exemplifies this mindset, stating, “Embracing circularity isn’t just
an ethical choice for us; it’s a highly calculated business decision”. They have harnessed
advanced technologies to turn environmental opportunities into economic advantages.
Similarly, Case 6 points out, “Our venture into circular entrepreneurship is essentially a by-
product of technological innovation”. By combining resource efficiency with technological
prowess, they have achieved a competitive edge in the marketplace.
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Conversely, Cases 1-4 deploy their entrepreneurial drive towards the intertwined goals of
social and environmental betterment, with identity-driven motivations taking centre stage.
Within this group, sub-divisions emerge.

Environmental stewards. Cases 1 and 3 are compelled by an unshakeable commitment to
environmental sustainability. Case 1’s philosophy rests on a modern interpretation of
agriculture that places environmental stewardship at its core. As they articulated:

Our agricultural practices are more than just a business model; they are a sustainable lifestyle. We
are not just farming; we are safeguarding biodiversity and natural resources. This commitment
was recognized when we won the national environmental award in 2019.

Similarly, Case 3 affirms, “Our lifelong symbiosis with Dofiana National Park isn’t just a
personal preference; it’s a professional imperative. This enduring relationship has
fundamentally shaped our commitment to environmental sustainability at every operational
level”.

Social solidarity and care advocates. Contrastingly, Cases 2 and 4 underline a deep-
rooted commitment to social justice and care. Case 2 emphasizes, “Our venture, Consumo
Gusto, was conceived as a powerful amalgamation of social justice, environmental
stewardship, fair trade, and inclusion. We did not merely seize an opportunity; we recognized
a moral imperative to build a transformative enterprise. Our commitment isn’t just to
business; it is to a solidarity economy that is mindfully centred on compassionate care”.
Case 4 likewise confirms:

In our ethos, environmental and social justice are inseparable twins—each reinforcing the other. It
is not merely a choice for us but a fundamental principle that makes prioritisation an intricate
calculus. When we advocate for one, we invariably champion the other.

Case 8 is interesting because it aligns the business activity with a more spiritual or
transcendental concept of care, connecting with inner peace (self-care) as well as with
Mother Earth:

The most important thing is to take care of yourself, eating well, practicing meditation or other
therapeutic activities that we organize here. But also enter into communion with others and with
nature. And we do that through beauty, meditation sessions, and caring for the earth. In short, care
of the body, mind and spirit.

This analysis underscores that while all circular entrepreneurs are united by their dedication
to sustainability, their underlying motivations vary greatly. Economically driven
entrepreneurs focus on leveraging circular strategies for financial gain, viewing these
practices as strategic business decisions. In contrast, identity-driven entrepreneurs see
circular practices as essential to their identity and mission, motivated by a profound desire to
make a positive impact on their communities and the environment. This distinction
highlights the diverse pathways through which circular entrepreneurship contributes to
sustainable development, revealing the multifaceted nature of motivations that drive these
entrepreneurs towards a common goal of sustainability.

The novel paradigm: circular necessity entrepreneurs

Our study not only sheds light on the diverse motivations driving circular entrepreneurs but
also uncovers a new category — circular necessity entrepreneurs. Noorbakhsh and Teixeira
(2024) highlighted the contributions of necessity-driven entrepreneurship, particularly in
low-resource environments, to fostering entrepreneurial dynamism. Similarly, this study
identifies circular necessity entrepreneurship as a significant driver within the circular



economy, where resource limitations compel entrepreneurs to innovate and integrate Journal of
sustainability into their business models. This cadre is distinguishable from the conventional Enterprising
opportunity-driven or identity-driven circular entrepreneurs. What sets them apart is a
deeper, almost existential, need to operate in a circular, sustainable manner as a form of
necessity that serves less as a survival instinct and more as a pull factor compelling them B
towards long-term, meaningful impact. in the Global

Interestingly, the term “necessity” in this context diverges from the commonly understood Economy
survival-oriented motives. Case 4’s perspective elucidates this subtle but critical difference.
“Our journey into circular entrepreneurship was not just a strategic decision; it was a
calling”, they shared. This statement reveals that for circular necessity entrepreneurs like
Case 4, the drive to engage in circular practices stems from an inner imperative that borders
on the moral and the existential. This business, as they put it, is an “extension of who we are,
our culture, and our connection to this land”.

This sense of connection goes beyond business models and enters the realm of social
contribution and cultural preservation. In line with this, Case 2 mentioned, “My hometown
has always had a sustainable approach to life, long before it became a trend”. This draws
our attention to another layered aspect of their motivation — intangible heritage and a deep-
rooted identification with the territory. For entrepreneurs like Case 2, circular business
practices become a manifestation through which to both preserve and broadcast a traditional
way of life to a broader audience. Moreover, the circular necessity entrepreneurs are not
content to merely adopt sustainable practices; they seek to advance them as a form of social
activism. “Our business is more than just a career path; it is a form of activism, a way of
aligning my livelihood with my convictions”, says Case 4.

In this sense, Case 8 also goes beyond opportunity, although it is not an economic
necessity, but rather a vital one:

Communities:
People and Places

The term circular economy is a fad. Before, there were others. New concepts will appear later. It's
more of the same. For me it has always been there. It's what I've felt I needed to do to be satisfied
with myself

The community impact of circular entrepreneurship
Our findings indicate that circular entrepreneurship is not just an isolated venture but often
involves dynamic collaboration with local businesses and individuals, especially in Cases 1,
2, 7 and 8. These partnerships do not merely bolster the individual entrepreneurs but
contribute significantly to local economic development. Case 1, for instance, leverages
circular business models in agriculture to make organic production more sustainable. “Our
community partnerships allow us to go beyond just farming; we are building a sustainable
agricultural ecosystem that benefits everyone involved”, they mention. This approach not
only champions environmental stewardship but also invigorates local economies. Similarly,
Case 2 and Case 4 actively involve marginalized groups in their business models, thereby
fostering social inclusion. As Case 2 elucidates, “Our commitment isn’t just to business; it’s
to a solidarity economy that is mindfully centred on compassionate care”. By providing
income and job opportunities, Case 2 contributes to the social fabric in a meaningful way.
Case 7 takes this a step further by linking technological innovation to local partnerships.
“Our collaborations with local businesses amplify the benefits of our technology, turning
local constraints into opportunities”, they state. This gives us a glimpse into how technology
and local insights can synergize for broader impact. Moreover, the environmental benefits of
these collaborations are equally noteworthy. Cases 1 and 5 focus on soil regeneration and
maximizing production, emphasizing the interplay between economic activity and
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environmental sustainability. Case 4 takes this a notch higher by concentrating on recycling-
based activities. “In our ethos, environmental and social justice are inseparable twins—each
reinforcing the other”, adds Case 4.

Finally, this community aspect also manifests itself as a more spiritual dimension of care
as Case 8 point out:

I have come from Malaga to Huelva by chance. I'm older now, but my dream is to create a
community. That's why I have accommodation. We heal together, we eat together, we share
together. As in avatar.

This comment leads us to a more spiritual sense of community and holistic impact. The
symbiotic relationship between circular entrepreneurs and their local communities thus adds
another layer to our understanding of the multifaceted impacts of circular entrepreneurship.

Unpacking the complex landscape of the motivations behind circular entrepreneurship

Our in-depth analysis of the diverse landscape of circular entrepreneurs has surfaced a wealth
of insights, revealing a rich tapestry of motivations, strategies and approaches that defy
simple categorization. As we draw this study to a close, several cross-cutting themes warrant
special attention, serving as the linchpin that binds our findings into a cohesive narrative.
Throughout our analysis, it is evident that the motivations behind circular entrepreneurship
are multi-faceted. While all of the studied entrepreneurs share a commitment to
sustainability, they diverge considerably in the nuances of their motivations, be it economic
or identity-driven. Our findings lend themselves to a nuanced understanding of circular
entrepreneurship, one that recognizes the complex interplay between economic imperatives,
social drivers and the very real human and resource constraints that entrepreneurs navigate. It
is this intricate calculus that makes the journey towards sustainability not just a business
endeavour but a deeply human one.

We have dissected the diverse motivations of our case studies into various categories —
economic-based, identity-based and the novel circular necessity entrepreneurs. Yet, it is
crucial to remember that these categories are far from siloed. For instance, Case 4
encapsulates this multifaceted nature perfectly: “Seeing the need of many people who were in
the process of social insertion but who really had it complicated [...] I want to work. And
then, we created the firm”. Here, social need was not just an add-on but a driving force that
navigated economic considerations. While our primary focus has been on unpacking the
motivations behind circular entrepreneurship, it is vital not to overlook the human (and not
human) elements that permeate these ventures. As Case 8 is shown referring caring for
oneself and the community at all levels.

On the other hand, as expressed by Case 1, “What we do, we do little by little, with our
means and resources”, there is an acknowledgement of the constraints and challenges faced
in operationalizing these grand visions. This lends an added layer of relatability and
feasibility to the trajectories we have studied, reminding us that entrepreneurship is a journey
or an effectuation process often taken in incremental steps. Our study also shines a light on
the practicalities that entrepreneurs face daily. As revealed in Case 3’s candid admission,
“We don'’t have a strategy. We don’t measure”, these businesses often adapt and improvise,
refining their approaches as they scale. These humble beginnings and incremental growth
strategies underscore the pragmatism needed to turn visionary ideas into actionable results.

Figure 2 represents the research framework derived from our findings, which
encapsulates the themes and relationships identified through the exploratory analysis. Rather
than guiding the analysis from the outset, this framework emerged as a synthesized



representation of the motivational, operational and impact-driven elements observed across Journal of

the cases. Enterprising
) ) Communities:
Discussion People and Places

In the face of increasing environmental degradation and social inequalities, the world is in .
dire need of innovative business models that can address these challenges. Our study seeks to in the Global
explore how social motivations influence the adoption and implementation of circular Economy
business strategies. In particular, our findings demonstrate that circular entrepreneurship can
function not only as an economic activity but as a form of social engagement that actively
contributes to community welfare, bridging the gap between environmental practices and
social impact. To enrich our analysis, we introduce two theoretical frameworks: the ethics of
care and the social and solidarity economy (SSE) theories. The ethics of care emphasizes the
importance of relationships, responsibilities and care as essential features that motivate
action. SSE, on the other hand, focuses on the role of cooperatives, mutual associations and
social enterprises in achieving economic activities that prioritize social objectives over profit
(Borzaga et al., 2019). These theories provide us with lenses to re-examine and expand upon
our initial findings, offering new perspectives on why and how social motivations influence
the adoption and implementation of circular business strategies.

Our study contributes to the theoretical understanding of circular entrepreneurship by
affirming that socially motivated enterprises can indeed achieve a balance between economic
viability and social welfare, and this balance is critical for sustainable growth. Regarding the
adoption of circular business R-strategies (RQ1), the prevalence of the “reduce” approach is
consistent with findings by Henry et al. (2020) and Ormazabal et al. (2018), who observed
similar trends among European circular start-ups and Spanish circular-oriented SMEs. This
pattern indicates a universal preference for the “reduce” strategy among circular
entrepreneurs, irrespective of diverse contexts. An underlying reason could be that SMEs
tend to opt for strategies with lower intellectual and financial demands. This observation
sheds light on the limited uptake of strategies like “refuse”, “remanufacture”, “repurpose” or
“recycle”. Although essential to CE, these strategies require more substantial resource
commitments, making them less suitable for resource-constrained SMEs. Although this is
the rule, we have also observed how innovation and creativity through “rethinking” can
compensate for the lack of resources in small businesses to develop other products, such as
artistic ones, through “recycling”. In this regard, we also highlight that a common
characteristic among the circular social entrepreneurs interviewed is their use of effectual
logic to discover opportunities with the resources available at that moment and without
extensive planning (Sarasvathy, 2001). The transformative role of technologies, such as
blockchain, in bolstering SME resilience and advancing sustainable practices (Kumar et al.,
2024; Pooja et al., 2024), complement our findings on operational strategies in circular
entrepreneurship.

The preference for simpler circular strategies such as “reduce” aligns with both the
operational limitations of small enterprises and their desire for sustainable impact,
reinforcing SSE principles that prioritize social good over complex, resource-intensive
practices. This observation underscores the compatibility of small businesses with the CE
model by illustrating how limited resources do not prevent companies from making
impactful contributions. However, it is true that there is no defined method for developing
circular business models. In fact, there are numerous definitions and approaches to
the concept, as we have highlighted in the literature review. For this reason, many of these
companies that consider themselves circular choose to follow business models based on
certifiable schemes, such as ECG or B-Corps, which expand the scope of the business model
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towards sustainability in its three dimensions. Thus, the study’s exploration of the TBL and
SDGs approach brings to light the significance of B-Corp certification as a guiding tool for
companies striving to balance economic, environmental and social dimensions, as
underscored by research findings (Gazzola et al., 2022; Liute and De Giacomo, 2022). It is
also true that these frameworks are more commonly used by large companies or those
oriented towards export, as in Case 1. In addition, we note that most of the circular
businesses studied that integrate the SDG and SSE frameworks (Lee, 2020) are cooperatives
(Case 1) or hybrid social enterprises (Cases 2, 3, 4, 5, 8) (Doherty et al., 2014), similar to
those adopting the SSE approach, in line with Borzaga et al. (2019).

Moreover, the analysis unveils nuanced subcategories within the identity-based cluster,
discerning between those rooted in environmental origins and those propelled by the values
of solidarity and care. This differentiation highlights the diverse paths through which
companies can approach social and environmental sustainability. The identity-driven
entrepreneurs’ commitment to circularity reveals a strong connection to local culture and
social equity, often manifesting as community-driven initiatives and collaborations that
bolster local economies and social networks. As Ntamu et al. (2023) emphasize about the
importance of collaboration and shared goals, particularly in addressing complex societal
challenges. The diversity in the origins of entrepreneurial models across the analysed cases
unveils the intricate tapestry of motivations (RQZ2) that propel circular entrepreneurship.
Within this spectrum, distinct paradigms emerge: on one trajectory, certain entities embrace
circularity through a technological lens, recognizing it as an avenue for economic
advancement where profit-oriented incentives take the lead. On an opposing trajectory, a
different cluster aligns deeply with territorial roots, nature and overarching societal
principles, exemplifying motivations grounded in identity. Particularly noteworthy is the
profound embodiment of circularity within this latter group, not as a calculated decision, but
as an intrinsic principle driven by an unyielding belief in the imperative to foster
transformation and challenge the existing norms. This poignant distinction magnifies the
multidimensional essence of circular entrepreneurship and its underpinning motivations
(Bastianoni et al., 2023).

The concept of “necessity” emerges as a transformative force, encompassing survival
motivations while serving as a powerful driver of positive change (Korsunova et al., 2022). Tt
operates as a propulsive “pull” motive, akin to the concept of pure entrepreneurship, where
both opportunity and necessity converge as affirmative “pull” factors (Gundry and Welsch,
2001). Within this framework, we introduce the novel concept of “circular necessity
entrepreneurship”, wherein the imperative to forge a better world propels individuals
towards entrepreneurial endeavours and a broader commitment to sustainable and care
practices. This conceptualization enriches our understanding of the complex interplay
between necessity and opportunity within the broader CE context. The emergence of
“circular necessity entrepreneurship” invites future research to explore how necessity-driven
motivations intersect with social equity goals in various socio-economic contexts. Precisely,
as Fisher et al. (1990, p. 40) state in their definition of care ethics: “that world includes our
bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex,
life-sustaining web”. Moreover, this concept of care, coupled with the necessity derived from
the analysed companies, follows Conradi’s (2015) perspective on the need to transform
society by recognizing the necessity of care and acting accordingly.

Furthermore, the study accentuates the significance of intangible heritage intertwined
with territorial identity and cultural legacy (Fusco Girard and Vecco, 2021). This intangible
motivation signifies a profound dedication to conserving traditions and a way of life,
underscoring the social facets ingrained in the fabric of circular entrepreneurship. By
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developmental exposure and learning intricately mould motivations (Henry et al., 2023).
Among these, ethical considerations and a sense of social altruism hold pivotal roles Economy
(Lorenzo-Afable et al., 2020). Likewise, the aspiration to ignite transformative shifts in
societal consumption patterns emerges as a central psychological motivator (Carsrud and
Brannback, 2011; Rovanto and Finne, 2023). This accentuates the imperative of
encompassing both economic and social dimensions within the framework of CBMs
(Suchek et al., 2022). These observations invite further investigation into how formative
experiences contribute to entrepreneurs’ ethical frameworks, potentially shaping business
decisions and public perceptions of CE as an inherently ethical model.

Integrating CBMs with a strong social dimension offers significant managerial and social
implications. From a managerial perspective, adopting social CBMs enables firms to
strategically differentiate themselves in the marketplace, gaining a competitive edge by
attracting environmentally and socially conscious consumers. This differentiation enhances
brand loyalty and market share. In addition, companies that integrate social considerations
into their circular strategies can strengthen relationships with a wide range of stakeholders,
including customers, employees, suppliers and local communities, building trust and
fostering long-term partnerships essential for sustainable growth. Proactively addressing
SDG goals through CBMs also helps businesses stay ahead of regulatory requirements,
mitigating potential legal and reputational risks.

From a social perspective, CBMs contribute to job creation and economic development,
particularly in sectors such as recycling, remanufacturing and sustainable product design,
thereby supporting local economies and fostering inclusive growth. These models enhance
community well-being by reducing environmental pollution, improving public health and
ensuring fair labour practices, addressing inequalities and contributing to more equitable
and inclusive societies. Engaging local communities in circular initiatives empowers
individuals and builds capacity at the grassroots level, providing education, training
and resources for sustainable practices and fostering a sense of heritage identity and
responsibility. Promoting CBMs with a social focus drives a cultural shift towards
sustainability, raising awareness and demonstrating the tangible benefits of circular
practices; inspiring behavioural changes among consumers, businesses and policymakers;
and encouraging a more sustainable and conscientious society. Ultimately, the successful
integration of CBMs with social considerations enhances the quality of life by addressing
environmental and social challenges simultaneously, contributing to healthier, more
sustainable and more resilient communities.

Implications and directions for future research

This study opens new avenues for research and policy, underscoring the complex
intersections of social entrepreneurship and CBMs within CE. The findings highlight the
potential of socially-driven CBMs to contribute not only to environmental sustainability but
also to social equity and economic development. However, a number of research gaps and
policy considerations remain unaddressed. Here, we outline key implications and future
research directions to advance our understanding and practical application of these
interlinked domains.



JEC

Bridging the gap between social entrepreneurship and circular economy practices

A key research implication of this study is its contribution to addressing the literature gap at
the intersection of social entrepreneurship and CBMs within CE. While social
entrepreneurship has been widely explored in fields such as sustainable development and
innovation, its role in driving circularity-focused business practices remains underdeveloped
(Dentchev et al., 2018; Staicu and Pop, 2018; Suchek et al., 2022). This study advances the
discourse by highlighting how social motivations — such as community solidarity, cultural
preservation and environmental stewardship — serve as pivotal drivers for CBM adoption.
These findings also build on emerging discussions around context-specific entrepreneurial
motivations (Aparisi-Torrijo et al., 2023), offering a nuanced perspective on how diverse
socio-economic settings shape the integration of social and circular strategies.

Future research should aim to establish a more robust theoretical foundation to
systematically explain how social motivations manifest and influence circular practices
across varied entrepreneurial and cultural contexts. This includes examining the interplay
between economic imperatives and identity-driven motivations, as observed in concepts like
“circular necessity entrepreneurship”, which broadens traditional typologies of
entrepreneurial drivers to include ethical and existential imperatives.

In addition, further studies could deepen our understanding by exploring how social
entrepreneurship operationalizes specific R-strategies — such as reduce, reuse, recycle and
regenerate — across different industries and socio-economic environments. Investigating
whether particular social motivations align with specific circular practices could elucidate
patterns that enrich the CE framework from a socially inclusive lens. For instance,
examining how identity-driven entrepreneurs integrate “regenerate” strategies within
culturally sensitive contexts may offer insights into scalable practices for regions where
cultural heritage is central to entrepreneurial activity. Such research would not only bridge
existing gaps but also provide actionable insights for enhancing the social inclusivity of CE
models.

Enhancing support for socially-driven circular models
The study’s insights highlight the critical need for policy frameworks that actively support
and incentivize the integration of social objectives within CE policies. Kryeziu et al. (2024)
emphasize the role of institutional frameworks in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour,
particularly in transition economies, aligning with our findings on rational decision-making
processes in CE. Policy interventions should prioritize subsidies, tax incentives and financial
support for enterprises that embed social goals within their circular strategies. In addition,
integrating measurable social metrics — such as job creation, community well-being indices
and reductions in resource waste — into circular economy certifications (e.g. B-Corp and
ECG) could enhance CE’s contribution to achieving the SDGs, particularly in regions where
economic disparity, environmental degradation and inequality are closely linked.
Furthermore, regional and local governments could implement educational and training
programmes to foster a robust understanding of how social entrepreneurship intersects with
circularity, thereby encouraging SMEs to adopt socially-oriented CBMs. These programmes
could include workshops, mentorship opportunities and public awareness campaigns to
underscore the value of social inclusion within CE. Drawing on successful public policy
models from regions with established CE frameworks, such as the Nordic countries, could
provide replicable strategies that can be adapted to localized contexts like Huelva. Such
initiatives would not only bolster community involvement but also create a more resilient
and sustainable local economy, particularly in economically marginalized areas.



Expanding research through comparative regional studies

Our study highlights the value of examining circular entrepreneurship within specific socio-
economic contexts, as motivations for circularity may vary widely across regions with
different cultural, economic and environmental conditions. Future research could benefit
from comparative studies that investigate CBMs in diverse regions to assess the consistency
and variability of social motivations. Comparative studies could explore how universal
principles of circularity intersect with region-specific factors such as cultural traditions,
resource availability and local policy frameworks, thereby enhancing understanding of CE
adoption in a global context.

Such research could also involve cross-national studies to understand how variations in
policy, infrastructure and economic conditions influence the motivations behind socially-
driven CBMs. For instance, analysing the impacts of socio-economic instability in one
region versus economic prosperity in another could illuminate context-specific drivers and
barriers to CE adoption. These findings could inform regionally tailored policy frameworks
that address localized challenges while leveraging universal strategies to encourage socially
responsible entrepreneurship.

Building partnerships and expanding collaborative networks

The findings illustrate the potential of socially-driven CBMs to foster collaborative
networks, particularly through partnerships with local communities and other small
businesses (Conlon et al., 2019). Building on this, future research could explore the role of
local collaborations in amplifying the impact of circular enterprises, especially in
marginalized communities. Examining these networks and their contributions to
environmental and social objectives would provide insights into how such partnerships can
amplify the collective impact of circular entrepreneurs at the community level (Quintelier
etal.,2023).

Moreover, policymakers and practitioners could use these insights to promote public-
private partnerships, encouraging CE adoption at a community level. By incentivizing
collaborative initiatives — such as offering grants or tax breaks for projects integrating
community-based approaches — stakeholders can leverage shared resources and
knowledge. This would enhance the social and environmental benefits of CBMs, support
local economic development and promote the diffusion of CE practices with measurable
social impact.

Expanding secondary data collection for in-depth understanding

While this study used diverse data sources, future research could enhance the depth of
analysis by incorporating additional secondary data such as historical company records,
industry reports and community impact assessments. By leveraging these sources,
researchers could obtain detailed metrics to evaluate long-term outcomes and scalability,
gaining a richer and more comprehensive view of the social and economic impacts of
circular businesses. This approach would not only provide historical context but also enable
longitudinal analyses to trace the evolution of socially-driven CBMs and their sustained
contributions to local communities over time.

The ethical dimensions of circular business models

The integration of ethical theories, such as the ethics of care, into the analysis of CE practices
reveals the moral imperatives that drive many circular entrepreneurs. Future studies could
expand on this by investigating the ethical dimensions of CBMs, particularly how
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entrepreneurs perceive and navigate ethical responsibilities towards their communities and
the environment. In addition, incorporating the ethics of care into entrepreneurship education
could foster an understanding of these moral responsibilities, shaping future leaders who
prioritize social and environmental well-being. Such research would enhance our
understanding of how ethical considerations influence decision-making processes and the
implementation of social goals within the CE framework.

Conclusions

This study sheds light on the often-overlooked social dimension of CE, emphasizing the
significance of integrating social considerations into circular business models. The study
advocates for the symbiotic relationship between the theory of ethics of care and the SSE
with the CE, emphasizing their capacity to foster inclusive, equitable and socially impactful
circular strategies. The motivations of circular entrepreneurs encompass a spectrum of social
and environmental goals, advocating for systemic change, justice and community
betterment. By bridging the gap between economic objectives and societal well-being, this
research advances our understanding of CE’s holistic potential.

While this study provides valuable insights, its geographic specificity and small sample
size pose limitations to the generalizability of the findings. Future research should aim to
expand the scope by incorporating diverse samples and multi-regional studies to enhance the
applicability of results. Nonetheless, the study highlights the transformative power of
aligning circular strategies with social dimensions. As we navigate the complexities of
sustainability, it is imperative that circular entrepreneurs recognize the intricate interplay
between short-term gains, long-term impacts and the imperative to nurture solidarity, care
and empowerment for a more inclusive and resilient future.

The methodological framework of this study is designed to capture the cultural,
organizational and individual dimensions of CE practices, as suggested by Gonella et al.
(2024). By focusing on SMEs in Huelva, Spain, a region characterized by socio-economic
challenges, the study provides insights into how local entrepreneurs navigate the interplay
between individual awareness, organizational dynamics and societal norms to implement
circular strategies.

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that “care” is the primary driver among the
entrepreneurs analysed, and that “health” emerges as the main and most evident outcome of
their efforts. The entrepreneurs are not only seeking to improve individual health, encompassing
physical, mental and spiritual aspects, but are also concerned with collective health, considering
the well-being of the ecosystem and society as a whole. This comprehensive approach
underscores the interdependence between care and health, highlighting how robust and ethical
circular practices can lead to significant improvements at all levels of health. The findings
suggest that promoting a culture of care not only benefits individuals but also strengthens the
resilience and sustainability of communities and natural environments, providing a solid
foundation for sustainable development and overall well-being.
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